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“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught
in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of
destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”
― Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from the Birmingham Jail

Introduction
Nicholas Oh is a Korean American
Artist currently working in
Providence. Oh graduated from
San Francisco State University and
he is currently a graduate student
at Rhode Island School of Design.
He focuses on creating clay
sculpture and mixed media
installation that deals with race
and identity as a Korean American
in America.
Oh has done residencies at
Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park,
Japan and Anderson Ranch Arts
Center, Colorado and has shown
at Mills College Art Museum in
California, Milwaukee Art
Institute in Wisconsin, American
Museum of Ceramic Art and
Pence Gallery in California.

Interview with Amna Almemari

(Spring semester 2018 at Rhode Island School of Design. Amna Almemari is currently a sculpture graduate
student at RISD.)
Amna Almemari: Can you sum up post-modern art in 5 words?
Nicholas Oh: Photo-op, hype, money, politics, new york

AM: Is there a speciﬁc color to it?
NO: Gold, it reminds me of Rihanna’s song lyric, “Let me cover your shit in glitter, I can make it gold.” And in a
lot of ways it applies to a lot of art that is happening right now. You can make anything, you can sell anything,
you can do anything. And often, you can cover them in gold and call it high-art. Art right now is more
confusing than any other era.

Pink and Gold,
2018
stoneware, wood,
gold paint, pink
paint

AM: Can we start with the labor intensity behind your work?
NO: Labor intensity is very important to my medium since I use a lot of clay in my work. I used to work for
different artists in the past, and every artist I worked for have been labor intensive, but particularly clay
artists. Clay objects are often not heavy enough for forklifts but light enough for a person or two to carry.

Clay, or craft in general, is very process-based, and because of
that, labor intensity comes along with it. I was trained
classically I would say, starting with making pottery and
learning how to ﬁre different kilns, build kilns. I used to make
glazes for a pottery studio and recycle all their clay so people
can use them again. After years of this “basic training,” I would
say I’m used to this labor intensive nature of clay process. And
I think it goes for a lot of clay artists. I once helped a friend
build a residency from scratch on his land. Building studios,
barns for kilns and materials, stairs, roofs, and even
bathrooms. You start realizing and appreciating ‘labor’.
AM: There is so much care and attention to details. Is it to have a
more meaningful
experience with what you are trying to deliver? Or is it just a proof
to how skilled
you are?
NO: Haha, I wouldn’t say I’m very skilled but I always look for a
way to make things easier yet make it look complicated.
However, I still do put a lot of time into my work. People often
ask me ‘how do you work so fast?’ In reality, I just spend more
time. I think in a sense, especially in grad school where time is
limited, you often have to “fake” it. I have all these ideas that I
Recycled, 2018
stoneware, ratchet straps, paint
have yet to express since they are all time consuming and I’m
about to graduate.
I have about a month but I still start new projects out of whim, or experiment with uncertainties out of
curiosity, latest project being 3d printing. Grad school is short and yet you are put into this magical place
where you can truly focus on whatever you wanna do. Getting back to your ﬁrst question, yes the details are
meaningful. I think a lot of viewers’ look for craftsmanship, and completeness when it comes to art. I
remember Glenn Adamson, who visited RISD recently, said craftsmanship over time trumps aesthetics, or
something like that, and I agree, when you look back at art, the sheer amount of masterful craftsmanship
does really take away people's breathes. And in a way I am trying to accomplish something similar to that by

adding more considered details to my work.

Fake Shilla Bird, 2017
wood ﬁred stoneware

AM: A strong sensibility is present in your forms. Is your
process described as lively,
playful somewhat innocent?
NO: Although there is a shift in clay art, especially with
the trend of naive approach to the material, I still
somewhat stick by my classical training of what “good
pots” are supposed to look like, or what is the “correct”
way to treat the clay surface. But I think it really comes
down to what I’m inspired by. It often comes down to “can
I capture a moment and put that in a room?”, “or put it on
a table?” I think a lot of art only lives for that moment, the
way it was installed, the way it was displayed, the angle
you saw the piece. And often with time constraints in
grad school, I am only able to produce or create one angle
which the piece looks good- most likely for
photographing. But in the future, I would like it to be
more lively, where it can be appreciated at different
angles.

AM: Your work holds such credit and glory of a society or an era; are you speaking
about your America? Or are you challenging it?
NO: I wouldn’t say I’m trying to infuse or impose glory of a society into a piece, rather, what is lacking and
missing. Especially in the contemporary society of America. I would say my goal is to expose some of the
psychological mishaps or actually intentional institutionalized racism that a big part of America is deeply
rooted in.
AM: Where do you exist as a practicing artist: in mind or heart?
NO: I think both. I think about art, or how to make better art all the time. And when I’m not at the studio or
not making art I get anxious. Sometimes I feel guilty, sometimes I feel upset that I’m not in the studio. I think

it’s good but at the same time like a double edged sword. It really harms you in a way.
AM: Can you talk about what you do outside of your practice?
NO: I’m not sure what I would be doing if I wasn’t making art to be honest. I’ve been so focused on just
making and trying to make it as an artist for the last 4-5 years. And I haven’t really had anything else going on
in my life other than that. So to answer your question, really outside of my practice I would say it’s all
physical and trying to get as much sleep as possible.
AM: Going back to the labor behind your work; I wanted to learn more about the act
of repetition?
NO: The repetition in my work is often to hide some of the ﬂaws of a single object, especially some details of
the work. When you are presented with a mass, you often overlook the individual. By creating multiples I am
given an opportunity to overlook some of my mistakes and ﬂaws. But at the same time the presence of mass
is always overwhelming to the audience and if I am to try and give a message I think it often have to be a loud
one.
AM: Are you restating or afﬁrming a
speciﬁc conversation and dialogue with
this
act? Or are you looking for something in it?
NO: I think of presence and its power to
the viewers. Also repetition has its own
power. For instance, any kind of activist
movement starts with one incident, or
unfairness, but it builds up and blows
over. And when protesting, and rallying,
you can’t do it with a couple of people.
It has to be a mass. And in a way I think
that’s what I’m trying to accomplish.
Tile Series, 2017
stoneware, wire,
wood,paint

AM: Where do you stand in terms of intuition?
NO: Like a lot of artists, I have to follow my intuition. And it comes out easier when I’m physically making
things. The dilemma comes when deciding how far I should push the concept or idea. If I just followed my
intuition, I could be so wrong, I could be offensive, I could entirely miss the purpose of the piece, purpose of
the reason. Especially in political art. I have to keep an eye on what is going on around me as much as what is
going on around everyone else. So I could even say that is the biggest part of my work, and where I have to
question my intuition.
AM: What are you trying to offer the world?
NO: I think what I’m trying to offer the world really is my selﬁsh point of view to add on to the all the other
problem that is happening in this world. I think artists often forget that what they are doing is really selﬁsh,
you make something, you have an opinion and you just expect the world to take it and like it when you put it
out there. I could be totally wrong, and there are artists who make a difference. I recently watched Latoya
Ruby Frazier’s documentation on her performance on Art 21 and it really hit me hard. Is she making a
difference? I don’t know for sure. But it did have a lasting profound impact on me and how I thought of
things. So yea when it comes to what am I trying to offer the world, I can start with ‘my selﬁsh point of view’.

Fake Shilla series, 2017
wood ﬁred stoneware, wood

In-between
The project was reﬂected on my experience as a Korean American living in the Bay Area, California and my
personal development as an American who partially grew up in Korea.

In-between, 2016
stoneware tiles, asphalt roof
shingles, wood, paint, hardware

(This interview was done in 2017 for a show titled, In-Between Places at Mills College Art Museum, curated
by independent curator Linda Inson Choy (a specialist in contemporary Korean art) and Consulting Curator
Hyonjeong Kim Han(Associate Curator of Korean Art at the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco.)
Linda Choi: In what way, living in California -speciﬁcally in the Bay Area- do you think effects your artistic work and
ideas? How different would your work be, for instance, if you remained or live in Korea?
Nicholas Oh: I was born in Green Bay, Wisconsin, moved to Korea when I was 7 and moved back to the
United States when I was 15, to Eugene, Oregon. The early years of my life has had a profound impact on me.
Until the age of seven, I did not speak any Korean. Being in Korea for the ﬁrst time, I felt lost and confused
while being surrounded by people that look like me. I experienced this once again when I moved back to the
United States, except that time around I had forgotten all my English and was surrounded by people that did
not looked like me. During those times I was conﬂicted by my two identities but didn't truly belong to any; I
was neither a real Korean nor a real American.
When I moved to the Bay Area for college, I witnessed for the ﬁrst time a collective mix of different cultures
that created its own sub-culture. I met people like me while I was living in San Francisco: American citizens
but still carrying their own heritage that came from their parents, and ancestors, proud of being a mix of two
or more cultures. I found conﬁdence in my identity inspired by people that I met in San Francisco and it gave
me an opportunity to truly be myself without someone questioning who I am, or where I came from. I have
always valued this experience, good or bad, not only being able to experience both cultures but also the
struggle of not being completely part of the either one. As an artist, I think it is important that you ﬁnd
yourself while also being conﬁdent and comfortable about your identity. In my opinion, great artists show
that quality through their work—their journey of life. Had I not had this experience, I would not be who I am
now, nor would I have even chosen the path to be an artist. Art gave me an opportunity to express my
experience and to share it with people, both around me and those I've never met before.
LC: What does being Korean American represent for you and does it inﬂuence your art? If not, explain why you feel
your work is not inﬂuenced by being Korean American.
NO: Being a Korean American has a direct inﬂuence on decisions I make everyday. Being an Asian in
America, I'm often faced with racism, whether direct or institutionalized. This means some people may think
I'm a foreigner, some may reinforce stereotypes such as the assumption that I don’t speak English, some may
think I'm Chinese, and some may completely overlook my existence. Despite all those things, what it comes
down to is that I'm still part of this country as an American citizen; I go out and vote, I served in the United

States Marine Corp, I talk about political and social issues such as Trump or racism and injustice in this
country. I have to make conscious decisions for every action I take, forcing me to question whether certain
things happen to me because of my identity. Some people may think it is funny or I am paranoid, but this is
my reality. When these things happen over and over, I realize that certain situations are caused through the
prejudice of those who act. These are the things I explore as a Korean American artist—the racism, the
constant stereotypes and social and political problems that create these prejudices.
LC: What do you want the audience to
know about your work in “Nine
Dreams?” What are the speciﬁc
elements or processes or materials that
you have focused on creating the works
for the exhibition?
NO: What I want the audience to
focus in my work is the fact that
social issues in America are real and
present. That the racism is real, the
injustice is real, the segregation is
real and that these issues impact all
of us, not just a particular group of
people.
LC: What are your dreams as an artist
and for the environment around you?
As an artist in the Bay Area what do
you struggle with? Hardships?
NO: My dream as an artist is to bring more people from different communities together to start dialogues;
dialogues of race, gender, status, class, or even environment. I want to bring enough people together to draw
attention to issues so that someday we can make a change that would impact society. Furthermore, I strive
to shine some light on issues that I feel passionately about, predominantly racism.
As an artist working in the Bay Area, the main struggle is that despite the number of talented Asian
American artists here, I rarely run into those who actively pursue political art. This aspect is personally

discouraging and has always caused difﬁculties to pursue some of the issues that I feel strongly about.
LC: Any advice or thoughts you would like to say to the younger generation artists in US, or the artists who would
like to stay in US? How do you see the role of Korean artists in the 21st century?
NO: Being an artist is not only just about the studio practice of art, but it's also about reﬂecting what's going
on around the artist. Being actively aware of what's going on in the community we belong to is as important
as creating art. In my experiences, a lot of art students (especially international students) overlook what's
around them and don't try to learn about the local communities and the history of the bay area. Korean
Americans or Koreans in America often turn a blind eye towards political or social issues in America. I ﬁnd it
important to not only try and beneﬁt from education but also learn about the predecessors who came
before us and their impact on art and community of bay area.

Moon-Roller
This project started when I was tracing back the history of Moon Jars, an iconic Korean pottery that has
changed its meaning throughout time.

Moon-roller, 2017
conduit,
stoneware,
wood, wood
ﬁred stoneware

Through my research, I found out that there are only about 20 moon jars in the world that were
from Joseon Dynasty(1392-1910).
16 Moon jars found during my research, 7 in Korea, 9 in the U.S.

1. National Treasure No. 309
(Korea)
2. National Treasure No. 310
(Korea)
3. Treasure No. 1439 (Korea)
4. Treasure No. 1437 (Korea)
5. Treasure No. 1441 (Korea)
6. National Treasure No. 262
(Korea)
7. Treasure No. 1438 (Korea)
8. Boston Museum of Fine
Arts (USA)
9. Birmingham Museum of
Art (USA)
10. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art (USA)
11. Los Angeles County
Museum of Art (USA)
12. Auction (USA)
13. Auction (USA)
14. Auction (USA)
15. Auction (USA)
16. Auction (USA)

Even until this day researchers can't ﬁnd the exact function of moon jar. They did ﬁnd some
residues of pickles but moon jars have also been used as chamber pots.

The ﬁrst moon jar known to travel to the west was acquired by the British potter Bernard Leach
(1887-1979) during a trip to Korea in 1935. "Leach, who is often regarded as the ‘father of British
studio pottery’, took much inspiration from certain East Asian ceramic traditions and incorporated
aesthetic sensibilities, such as “nobility, austerity, strength, and warmth” that he identiﬁed, into his
works. Decidedly anti-industrial, British studio potters strove to re-discover traditional artisan
pottery - the ‘peasant pottery’- that Bernard Leach found resonated with many of the East Asian
pieces he venerated. It is tempting to think that the British Museum’s moon jar from Korea helped
to deﬁne the aesthetics of British studio potters"(Priewe).

Chink-tsugi
This work is about how Asian Americans are
perceived and generally assumed as foreigners.
My work aims to ﬁght some of these
generalizations by embracing stereotypes. I'm
often asked questions like 'where are you from?'
Or 'are you Chinese?'. In reality I'm American just
like the person whom often would be asking these
questions. People often solidify ideas about
cultures through mainstream media or
stereotypes they experience. There are times
when someone looks at me and they make a
preconceived judgement that I am a foreigner
from Asia. However, in reality I actually identify
with American culture more than my ancestral
Korean culture, putting me somewhere 'in
between' being either American or Korean. By
embracing these preconceived ideas about my
identity, I can be ﬂexible in different cultures and
truly be in between different cultures.

Chink-tsugi, 2017
stoneware, china paint, gold
paint, commercial tile, resin

The title 'chinktsugi' is a word play from a
Japanese method for ﬁxing broken pottery called
'kintsugi' which uses lacquer mixed with gold or
silver dust. It highlights the cracks and repairs to
signify events in the life of the wares and embrace
the ﬂaw as they are. This method and the
philosophy behind it shares similarities with my
identity as a Korean American.

The generalizations that I am
constantly faced with shape who I
am, and these ﬂaws - as some may
consider it a ﬂaw in my identity for
not fully knowing extensive Korean
culture - is also part of who I am.
The piece is put together with a lot
of random Asian motifs from
different Asian countries. One may
overlook the motifs and simply
state that it's just Asian, which is
the main theme behind the piece.
The motifs I am using may be
signiﬁcant to some cultures but as
an Asian American artist, people
often overlook the fact that I am
using inappropriate imagery. I think
that's a strong message to the
viewers, and humorous to me. It is
also a lesson I learn while I'm
creating works like these. A lot of
my work uses imagery from
cultures other than my own, such
as Japanese or Chinese imagery.
However, to a lot of viewers it
doesn't matter because I'm
perceived in general as Asian or
some kind of Asian.

In contrast, if I were to try and
make non Asian cultural
references and comment on
other issues through my work,
such as African American
issues or white nationalist
issues, I'm often criticized for
sympathizing outside of my
race.

Party with trump
I moved to Providence from San Francisco in 2016 for my MFA at RISD during the build up towards
the presidential election. Coming from a very liberal city and a blue state, I didn’t realize the political
climate of the midwest and what was happening outside of the Bay Area.

Party with Trump, 2017
porcelain, trump hat, led, disco
light bulb, trump wig

As I was driving across the country, I started seeing Trump bumper stickers and signs. Even in
Providence I would often pull up behind cars with Trump bumper stickers. On the drive across
the country, I chuckled in the beginning whenever I saw these stickers. The further I drove
towards the middle of America the more I realized that it’s not that funny. People were serious
about voting for Trump. Once I started my program at RISD, I was so sure that Trump would
not win, however the result was the opposite. Caught up in that political upheaval, and being
active like the other millenials who really wanted Democrats to win, I came up with this piece
where the idea of Trump becoming iconic and how something that was taken so lightly at ﬁrst
inﬂuenced/inﬂuencing this country so much.

‘Con’- federate
This series of work focuses on the recent debates about taking down confederate monuments in the
United States. The defenders claim that they are commemorations of the confederates soldiers who
fought during the civil war. However most of these statues were built for oppression rather than
commemorations. Looking at the statistics, most of the confederate statues were built in 1910’s
decades after the war in 1865. There is another spike of statues being built during the civil rights
movement during 1960’s, almost a century later.

The most interesting aspect is when two maps of U.S. - one showing where the confederate
statues have been built and one showing the percentage of African American population in
America. They almost overlap completely.

African American
Population proportion to
rest of the population

Given when they were built and where they were built. They work more as symbols of
oppression for African Americans rather than symbols of commemoration of a war. Through
this work I wanted to express the resilience and what the feeling of oppression can result to.

'Con'-federate, 2018
stoneware, paint, patina, plaster

Crisis
In this collaborated project ‘Crisis’, the piece depicts an image of crumbling infrastructure in the U.S.
In the recent years, pipelines, roads, bridges, railroads and airports have been literally crumbling in
front of our eyes. This project is to point out those problems, especially in our pipelines. The aging
pipelines that are directly beneath us are practically ticking bombs and they could turn into a
disastrous event at any moment. Living in these conditions without addressing such important issues
cannot persist. Our goal is to expose some of these issues to our audience and bring awareness to
these issues as more time passes the more danger this issue will present.

Crisis, 2016
cement, wood
ﬁred stoneware,
sawhorse, rebar

Signs of Grafﬁti, often represents the sign of neglect and attention to an area that needs attention. Our
goal was to cut out a section of these neglected infrastructure and place it in a gallery setting.

Hue-Men
The idea of race has always played a big part of my work. For my thesis show I wanted to explore and
investigate further into how color deﬁnes race. As color is placed into one’s identity from birth, it also
comes with generalization and stereotypes.

Working with race as a Korean American has always put me in a difﬁcult position. In America, the
issue of race is often portrayed as black and white conﬂict. However, it goes beyond that as there
are more than just African Americans who are oppressed in this country.
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